There are a growing number of scholars and institutions that have come to recognize organized religion as a major factor in contemporary international conflicts.
But this recognition has yielded very little in the way of in-depth analysis of the nature of religion's role in conflict, and it has yielded even fewer results in analyzing the ways in which religion has played an equally important function in human patterns of reconciliation in these same conflicts.
The fact is that we live in an age in which millions of people are on the march, in a rather militant fashion, in the name of religion. Often this expresses itself in rage at a chosen enemy, or in a more generalized sense at the injustices inherent in a Western dominated social order. What has gone unrecognized is that religious commitments are also leading thousands of people to passionate devotion to human rights, social justice, conflict resolution, and deeper forms of reconciliation between enemies.
Scott Appleby, in this scholary book of extraordinary range and exhaustiveness, aptly titled his book, "The Ambivalence of the Sacred". We live in an era where the paradoxes abound in terms of religion's contributions to peace and violence. On the one hand, religious extremists are responsible for the most savage acts across the world, propelled by widely disseminated interpretations of their religious traditions. But this is not always the case. Prime Minister Rabin's religious assassin was quite gifted and knowledgeable. More importantly, one cannot say that all the senior clergymen in the Balkans, in Rwanda, in the Middle East, who supported violence against civilians were simply ignorant of their tradition. That is letting organized religion off too easily. The fact is that while I agree that there are qreat untapped resources for peacemaking and conflict resolution in the world's religions, there is also a vast reservoir of texts and traditions ready and waiting to be used to justify the most barbaric acts by modern standards of human rights.
We cannot faithfully do this work without facing the serious challenge here. Old, complex and diverse religious texts are a resource of humanitarianism as well as for barbarity. At the end of the day, it will come down to interpretation, selection, and the hermeneutic direction of religious communities. That, in turn, is deeply tied up with questions of the economic and psychological health of their members, the wounds of history, and the decisions of key leaders, such as Nelson Mandela, on one side, and Milosevic, on the other, to direct their communities' deepest beliefs, practices, and myths toward healing and reconciliation or toward hatred and revenge.
Religion is a critical factor in this process, and we cannot help these troubled communities to a better place without positively engaging their deepest cultural and religious foundations. But we also must acknowledge the compelling nature of violent religious sources and seek to work in a variety of ways to prevent those resources from gaining the upper hand in the contest for the minds and hearts of millions of people today. There must be a courageous effort to stare into the dark side of religious legacies, but not bury the good with the bad, as Enlightenment institutions are wont to do.
Frankly, there are hundreds of millions of people today who will not let that happen.
Appleby has done a brilliant job of charting a course for us, helping us to find the people and institutions who will help steer the religious communities of the world in the direction of a global civil society committed to human rights and to the nonviolent resolution of tragic conflicts.
